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While we continue to believe that there are better solutions to Memphis Zoo parking that do not require further 
intrusion onto precious park land, the Overton Park Alliance (OPA) supports the Memphis Zoo parking plan agreed 
to by the OPC and the Memphis Zoo and adopted by City Council.  After review of the proposed Concept Plan 
developed by Powers Hill Design, the OPA believes that the plan can serve as the basis for solving a difficult 
problem that has bedeviled the City for many years.   Accordingly we submit to Mayor Strickland the following 
suggestions for improvement of the plan prior to final adoption: 
 

1. Move entrance and circulation road north to roughly current entrance location. 
Placing the circulation road at the south edge of the Zoo parking lot requires that traffic pass directly 
adjacent to the Greensward every day of the year.  The Zoo has acknowledged that the current lot is not 
filled most days.  The additional spaces are needed only about 60 days out of the year and for many of 
those days they’re needed only during special events such as Zoo Rendezvous, Zoo Lights and Zoo Boo 
and then only during the nighttime hours.  !
 
There is a better way.  The lot entrance and circulation road can be placed to the north of the currently 
proposed road in an area roughly coincident with the current entrance.  This would place traffic to the 
north and west of the large magnolias and free up additional land south of the trees, but north of the 
ridgeline for parking. 

 
Since the land south of the relocated road will not be needed for parking most of the year, concerns over 
pedestrian/vehicle conflict would be limited.  Spaces in the area south of the circulation road, particularly 
the land to the north of Veterans Plaza, can be paved in a manner that provides a green buffer between 
the primary parking area and the public park amenities.  An example of pavers available for such purposes 
can be seen below. 
 

 
 

An added benefit of this solution will be better water flow management.   
 

2. Buses do not belong in the parking lot. 
Significant negative aspects of the current parking design derive from the decision to drop students off in 
front of the entrance plaza: 

a. If buses  come from Poplar, they will add to the congestion on the entrance road.  If from 
McLean, they will need to turn left into the right lane of the circulation road across the line of 
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cars coming from Poplar backed up bumper to bumper to enter the Zoo.  Either approach adds to 
already difficult traffic and unnecessarily injects buses into Overton Park and residential 
neighborhoods. 

b. An additional entry lane is required for the buses, taking land otherwise available for parking or 
park. 

c. Buses near the edge of the Greensward will be visible to Greensward users, impinging on the 
natural experience of park users.  This is particularly true of the bus lane at the entrance, which is 
a short distance from Veterans Plaza, desecrating the memory of those who have fallen on our 
behalf. 

d. As buses queue in front of the entrance plaza, families entering the Zoo from the parking lot, 
many of whom will be pushing strollers and carrying coolers and other paraphernalia, will be 
blocked from entry or forced to walk between idling buses, assuming there is room to do so, or in 
front of buses starting to pull away. 

There is a better alternative.  A protected drop-off area can be created in front of the North Parkway Zoo 
entrance to allow buses to pull off North Parkway and let the children out at an improved North Parkway 
entrance.  A North Parkway drop-off will be much more convenient to the bus parking areas on North 
Parkway and will eliminate multiple trips by the buses along park roads and residential streets.  It will also 
conveniently position the students near the children’s area in the Zoo as the starting point of their Zoo 
experience.  
 

3. Eliminate pay-on-entering-the-lot. 
The consultants have elected to use a payment solution that fails to adopt the most efficient technologies.  
We believe the solution they have chosen, pay on entry to the lot, is the one most likely to cause traffic 
backups into Overton Park and surrounding neighborhoods.  Far more efficient systems exist which do not 
require any entry or exit gates, but these were apparently not given serious consideration.  Assuming the 
City is not willing to require the Zoo to use the best digital technologies, there is still a better approach.   
 
The design team has indicated that pay on exit would cause congestion without presenting any data to 
support that assumption.  The OPA’s Car Counting Crew compiled significant data concerning Zoo parking 
patterns over multiple weekends during the summer of 2016.  They found that most Zoo visitors entered 
the Zoo during a very short window, from 9:00 to about 11:30 am when Lot Full signs went up on busy 
days.  Zoo exit, on the other hand, was spread over a much longer period.   
 
Requiring all arriving visitors to pay on entry to the lot perpetuates the existing bottleneck, which the plan 
attempts to address by adding additional gates at the expense of precious parkland.  It does provide one 
significant concession to technology with a north gate apparently devoted to a Fast Pass entry for Zoo 
members and prepaid customers.  Due to the backups of traffic coming from Poplar, however, Zoo 
members and prepays coming from that direction will still be stuck in traffic on Morrie Moss for an 
extended period before they can get out of the line and head to the northern automated gate.  Informed 
members and prepays will instead choose to enter from McLean, adding to the serious traffic problems at 
McLean and Prentiss, with traffic lines extending to the North on McLean and for blocks to east and west 
along North Parkway. 
 
Again there is a better way, which the consultants rejected.  Drivers could proceed directly to their 
parking spots from Morrie Moss, greatly reducing congestion in and around Overton Park. Upon entering 
the zoo, visitors would pay for parking at the same time that they pay for admission. They would receive a 
Fast Pass ticket that would allow them to proceed quickly through the parking lot’s exit gates when they 
head home, as is done successfully at the Memphis airport. This would allow 100% of zoo visitors to use 
Fast Pass, as opposed to the 50% or so that can use it under the system proposed by the consultants.  
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4. Create a permanent physical and visual barrier between Zoo parking and Greensward 
The City Council resolution requires construction of “a berm between Zoo parking and the Greensward so 
as to obscure the view of cars from the Greensward.”  The elevation provided by the consultants, shows a 
cross section of the parking at the edge of the Greensward indicating the consultants have rejected this 
requirement.  As a result vehicles parked at the edge of the lot are clearly visible from the Greensward 
and buses will be far more intrusive.  To be effective the berm would likely need to be at least three to 
five feet higher than the current ground elevation or the ground cut would need to be that much lower.  A 
sloping buildup of the Greensward to the ridgeline peak should be considered in lieu of steep berm at the 
edge of the grass. 

 
 
The planners have proposed vegetative cover as an alternative to the berm.  Vegetative cover should 
supplement, not replace, the physical barrier envisioned with the berm.  Vegetative cover should be 
sufficiently dense and deep (staggered) to block views of the cars from day one.  Natural vegetation 
consistent with the local environment and forest ecology should be used.  OPC should have full input and 
ultimate veto power over the choice of cover used for the project. 
 
The berm should extend across the full width of the primary Greensward.  The path connecting Zoo 
parking to the proposed 14 foot wide pedestrian/bike access path should be eliminated in favor of access 
at Veterans Plaza.  Park users do not want or need an access point to Zoo parking in the middle of the 
Greensward.  Placing the access where the planners have proposed defeats the purpose of the natural 
barrier, leaving a view of cars and asphalt for everyone to see.  The physical barrier of the berm and the 
visual barrier of the vegetative cover must continue unbroken along the full northern border of the 
primary Greensward.   

 
Public input provides additional perspective and options to assure optimal solutions.  Provision should be 
made to continue public review throughout the final planning and construction phases.  All plans should be 
made public and the public comment process should remain open and ongoing comments should be publicly 
posted and reviewed by the planners and the City on a regular basis. 
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